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BUILDING ACCELERATION STRUCTURES
WITH SYNTHETIC ACCELERATION SHAPES
FOR USE IN RAY TRACING

CROSS-REFERENCE TO RELATED
APPLICATIONS

This application is a continuation of U.S. patent applica-
tion Ser. No. 12/571,768, filed on Oct. 1, 2009, which claims
priority from U.S. provisional application No. 61/106,255,
filed on Oct. 17, 2008, entitled, “Synthetic Acceleration
Shapes for Use In Ray Tracing” and from U.S. provisional
application No. 61/164,205, filed on Mar. 27, 2009, entitled,
“Synthetic Acceleration Shapes for Use In Ray Tracing”, both
of which are herein incorporated by reference in their entire-
ties, for all purposes.

BACKGROUND

1. Field

The following relates to rendering, using ray tracing, two-
dimensional representations of three-dimensional scenes,
and more particularly to accelerating intersection testing of
rays with acceleration structures.

2. Related Art

Rendering photo-realistic 2-D images from 3-D scene
descriptions with ray tracing is well-known in the computer
graphics arts. Ray tracing usually involves obtaining a scene
description composed of geometric shapes, which describe
surfaces of structures in the scene, and can be called primi-
tives. A common primitive shape is a triangle. Objects can be
composed of one or more such primitives.

The primitives can be associated with textures and other
information that instructs a computer how light hitting that
primitive should be affected by qualities of the primitive. In
other words, a model of a physical environment is produced;
the model may be designed to produce realistic results for
conditions familiar to humans, or the model may be designed
to achieve other results as desired. Ray tracing can produce
such photo-realistic images, including realistic shadow and
lighting effects, because ray tracing can model the physical
behavior of light interacting with elements of a scene. How-
ever, ray tracing is also known to be computationally inten-
sive, and at present, even a state of the art graphics worksta-
tion requires a substantial amount of time to render a
complicated scene using ray tracing, and real-time high qual-
ity and resolution rendering with ray tracing is still difficult to
achieve.

A computationally intensive part of completing a rendered
2-D representation of a 3-D scene is determining which rays
intersect which primitives (can be called intersection testing).
This is because a complex scene can have hundreds of thou-
sands, or even millions of primitives, and many thousands (or
more) of rays need to be intersection tested in the scene.
Directly testing each ray against each primitive has been
found to be computationally more expensive than strategies
that introduce an acceleration structure into the 3-D scene,
such that the scene is subdivided for intersection testing. Such
subdivision provides the effect that a ray can be tested first
against the acceleration structure to determine whether the
ray possibly can intersect a given primitive or set of primitives
because it intersects an element of the acceleration structure
bounding the primitive(s). Then, if that ray intersects a
bounding acceleration structure, there is a possibility that ray
also intersects primitives bounded by it. Intersection testing
can then be done to determine whether the ray intersects any
of those primitives. An acceleration structure can include

10

15

20

25

30

35

40

45

50

55

60

65

2

several layers of increasingly smaller spatial subdivisions;
acceleration structures can be hierarchical.

A wide variety of strategies exist for subdividing a scene
with an acceleration structure to aid in intersection testing. A
currently popular strategy is called a k-d tree, where k can be
an integer number, usually 3 for a 3-D scene. A k-d tree can be
formed by repetitively cutting a 3-D scene using a cutting
plane for each of the k dimensions. For the common 3-D tree,
eight smaller boxes (can be cubes) result from each cutting
step. Often, the scene is cut for each ray to an acceptably small
volume so that a number of primitives in the volume is small
enough to test them for intersection with the ray. Then, the ray
can be tested for intersection with any primitives in that
volume, and if not, it can be passed to a next volume that the
ray would enter. The next volume also can be identified by a
series of cutting planes to again identify a small volume in
which to test primitives. Then, intersection testing can again
be performed.

A k-d tree is an attractive acceleration structure, because
the acceleration structure itself is easy to construct and use,
and the tree can be represented efficiently in memory. In other
words, the cutting plane tests used in the k-d d tree are,
relative to other strategies, computationally inexpensive to
determine and use in rendering. Also, relatively small
amounts of data are required to represent a k-d tree, so that
memory requirements to store the data and bandwidth
requirements to access the data can compare favorably to
other acceleration structures.

A variety of other approaches to using acceleration struc-
tures are known in the literature. For example, it has been
known to use spheres as shapes to bound primitives. How-
ever, further innovation in the area of such acceleration struc-
tures remains desirable because such accelerating intersec-
tion testing is an aspect than can help achieve increased
resolution and frame rates for ray tracing rendering. Also,
other qualities can be desirable in acceleration structures, for
example, an acceleration structure that may perform well in a
static scene may not perform well for accelerating a sequence
of images having the same or similar scene objects under
dynamic conditions. Therefore, further advancements in
acceleration structures are desired.

BRIEF DESCRIPTION OF THE DRAWINGS

FIG. 1A illustrates bounding of a generally equilateral
triangle object with a single spherical acceleration shape;

FIG. 1B illustrates bounding of an elongate triangle object
with a single spherical acceleration shape;

FIG. 2 illustrates a first example of bounding an elongate
triangle object with a synthetic acceleration shape formed
from an intersection of two spherical shapes;

FIG. 3 illustrates a second example of bounding an elon-
gate triangle object with a synthetic acceleration shape;

FIG. 4A illustrates an example of bounding an elongate
object with a synthetic acceleration shape formed from a
union of two spherical shapes;

FIG. 4B illustrates a 2-D projection of the volume defined
by the synthetic acceleration shape illustrated in FIG. 4A;

FIG. 4C illustrates an example of a parametrically defin-
able synthetic shape;

FIG. 5A illustrate a top view of an example of bounding a
generally cylindrical object with a synthetic bounding ele-
ment formed of three spheres;

FIG. 5B illustrates a side view of the example of FIG. 5A;

FIG. 6 illustrates an example of another parametrically
definable synthetic shape;
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FIG. 7 also illustrates an example of another parametrically
definable synthetic shape;

FIG. 8 illustrates a first example data structure that can be
used in expressing synthetic acceleration shapes;

FIG. 9 illustrates a second example data structure that can
be used in expressing synthetic acceleration shapes;

FIG. 10 illustrates an example tree structure of acceleration
elements that may comprise synthetic acceleration shapes
according to these disclosures;

FIG. 11 illustrates an example workflow for producing an
acceleration structure during preparation to render a scene;

FIG. 12 illustrates an example system that can be used in
implementing the aspects disclosed herein;

FIG. 13 illustrates an example method that can be imple-
mented in the workflow of FIG. 12 or elsewhere, to determine
whether to use a synthetic bounding element or a single
bounding element for a given scene object or group of
objects;

FIG. 14 illustrates an example computing system in which
synthetic element intersection testing can be implemented;

FIG. 15 illustrates a context in which the FIG. 14 system
can exist; and

FIG. 16 illustrates networked system comprising comput-
ers, routers and switches in which the FIG. 14 system or other
systems can intersection test synthetic shapes.

SUMMARY

Acceleration structures are used and selected by a com-
puter to abstract objects composing a 3-D scene to accelerate
testing of rays for intersection with the objects. In a first
example, the acceleration structures can contain synthetic
elements defined by a plurality of spheres, which are funda-
mental acceleration structures, each of the plurality of spheres
is each larger than a minimum required to bound a given
object or group of objects. Each sphere of the synthetic ele-
ment is arranged so that a geometric span of a bounded
primitive or primitives is offset with respect to a diameter of
that sphere, and also so that each sphere bounds the primitive
or primitives.

When testing a ray for intersection with the synthetic ele-
ment, the ray is tested for intersection with each sphere com-
posing the synthetic element, and the synthetic element is
determined to be intersected if the ray intersects all of the
spheres composing the synthetic element. If the ray is deter-
mined not to intersect any one of the spheres, then the ray
need not be further tested for intersection with the object(s)
bounded by that synthetic element.

In a second example, a plurality of spheres each smaller
than a geometric span for a primitive or primitives to be
bounded are relatively arranged by a computer so that each
sphere overlaps another sphere, defining a continuous volume
bounding the primitive or primitives as a union of the volume
defined by the overlapping spheres. During intersection test-
ing, if any of the spheres is determined to be intersected by a
ray, then it can be determined to test the bounded primitive or
primitives for intersection with that ray.

Further aspects include methods for determining whether
to use a single sphere (a “fundamental” element of an accel-
eration structure, more broadly) to bound an object or a syn-
thetic element, systems for implementing such methods, and
computer readable media storing data and instructions for
implementing such methods.

Further aspects can include methods for forming an accel-
eration structure, for example, hierarchical acceleration
structures containing synthetic bounding elements. Methods
and systems implementing such methods can be controlled
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and/or configured with parameters appropriate to a given
intersection testing architecture or other system. Tradeoffs
between available memory for storing an acceleration struc-
ture and computational benefit and memory bandwidth sav-
ings from using a synthetic element to bound a particular
scene object can be configured and/or considered.

Inthe above aspects, itis generally the case that high aspect
ratio primitives or scene objects can be more efficiently
bounded with synthetic shapes. Sizes for the shapes compris-
ing a given synthetic element can be selected and spatially
arranged to achieve a desired tightness of bounding. What is
high aspect ratio can be determined in the context of the
particular machines used in performing the intersection test-
ing and the characteristics of other supporting elements, such
as memory size and memory bandwidth.

Data structures can be provided that contain interpretation
or configuration information controlling how a given set of
spheres should be used in constructing a given synthetic
shape.

In still further aspects, methods according to the disclosure
may comprise providing a computing resource configured for
receiving, from a computer readable medium, data defining a
3-D scene, the provided computing resource is further con-
figured to identify, within the data, an object in the 3-D and to
instantiate, within a memory, a plurality of spherical accel-
eration elements for bounding the object in 3-D space. Each
of'the spherical acceleration elements is instantiated to have a
radius larger than a minimum necessary for bounding the
object. The computer resource provided is further configured
forlocating the plurality of acceleration elements by selecting
an origin for each of the spherical acceleration elements and
storing data indicative of the origin in the memory, such that
the geometric span of the object is disposed offset in 3-D
space from a respective diameter of each of the acceleration
elements, and such that each of the acceleration elements
bounds the object in 3-D space; and storing in the memory an
indication that positive intersection results between a ray and
each of the acceleration elements are required to conclude
that the ray may intersect the object. In any of the method
examples, further aspects can include providing structure
and/or computer readable media elements configured for pro-
viding the functions specified.

In further aspects, ray tracing intersection testing methods
can comprise receiving computer readable data, in a comput-
ing resource, representative of a first point in a scene and of a
first radius around the first point. The method also comprises
receiving, in the computer resource, data representative of a
second point in a scene and determining, using the computing
resource, if there is an intersection between the ray and a
current sphere defined by the first point as an origin and the
first radius a radius for the current sphere. Following deter-
mining such an intersection result, the method can vary
depending on the shape of the synthetic shape being tested,
such as a shape defined by an intersection or a union opera-
tion.

For a shape defined by union operation(s), if there is no
intersection, then the method comprises determining a next
current sphere by locating an origin for the next current
sphere along a path defined using the first point and the
second point, and repeating the determining, and if there is an
intersection, then returning an indication of the intersection to
an intersection testing management module.

For a shape defined by intersection operation(s), if there is
intersection, then determining a next current sphere by locat-
ing an origin for the next current sphere along a path deter-
mined based on the first point and the second point, and
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repeating the determining, and if there is no intersection, then
returning an indication of failure to intersect to an intersection
testing management module.

The path can be a circle centered on the second point, and
the origin of the next current sphere can be determined based
on equally distributing a predetermined total number of
spheres around the circle. The path can be a line segment
connecting the first point and the second point. The path can
be a circle defined using the second point as a point about
which the second point defines a radius for the circle. Radii of
the spheres tested can be determined by interpolating
between the first and second radii.

In all of the above examples, the described testing occurs in
machines configured for performing the intersection testing
between the rays and the spheres. Such machines can com-
prise intersection testing resources including particular fixed-
purpose testing cells, and/or general purpose computers con-
figured with computer readable instructions from a computer
readable medium to perform the particular intersection tests
described and interpret the results of the tests. Further
machine components include communication links for pro-
viding the acceleration structures to the testing resources and
to receive the results of the testing. The machines for inter-
section testing can be a component of a larger system includ-
ing other input and output devices, such as a drive for reading
scene description data, and a display or a computer readable
medium for outputting rendered scenes. For example, the
computer readable medium can be a DVD and each scene
may be a frame of a motion picture.

In all of the above examples, the 3-D scene being rendered
can represent an abstraction or a model of a real-world scene
and the rays being tested also can represent light energy being
emitted from lights located in the scene. Similarly, the usage
of the camera also can represent a vantage point of an
observer for the scene. The output of intersection testing
results in determining how light affects the scene and ulti-
mately affects output that can be consumed by other applica-
tions, can be stored in computer readable media, and can be
displayed to a user.

DETAILED DESCRIPTION

The following description is presented to enable a person
of ordinary skill in the art to make and use various aspects of
the inventions. Descriptions of specific techniques, imple-
mentations and applications are provided only as examples.
Various modifications to the examples described herein may
be apparent to those skilled in the art, and the general prin-
ciples defined herein may be applied to other examples and
applications without departing from the scope of the inven-
tion.

For clarity in description, data for a certain type of object,
e.g., a primitive (e.g., coordinates for three vertices of a tri-
angle) usually is described simply as the object itself, rather
than referring to the data for the object. For example, when
referring to “a ray”, it is to be understood that data represen-
tative of that ray is referenced, as well as the concept of the ray
in the scene.

In this description, the term “intersection” takes on a con-
text-dependent meaning. In one context, the term refers to a
concept that a ray can hit (“intersect”) a shape (e.g., a primi-
tive) in a scene. In another context, the term refers to the
portion of 3-D space defined by the overlap of a set of 3-D
bounding volumes (e.g., spheres) disposed in the scene. As
explained herein, this portion of 3-D space can be determined
by “intersecting” the 3-D shapes of the set.
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Many acceleration structures, such as k-d trees or axis
aligned bounding boxes, are comprised of simple geometric
shapes than can be easily expressed and/or used during ray
intersection testing. Although these acceleration structures
present such benefits, further opportunities to advance accel-
eration structures can be realized according to the following.

Spheres can be used as bounding shapes for accelerating
intersection testing. For example, spheres can be used in a
hierarchy to form a hierarchical tree of spheres used to bound
portions of primitives composing a scene.

Spheres have only one face, and can be tested for intersec-
tion with a ray reasonably easily. For example, by comparison
with a bounding box, where multiple intersection tests for
faces of the bounding box are generally required, testing a
sphere requires only testing the surface of the sphere for
intersection. However, the calculations for testing that one
spherical face are more complicated than a simple cutting
plane test, which is a component of testing a bounding box for
ray intersection.

Spheres also are useful in that they can be translated and
rotated without complication, as a sphere can be specified by
an origin and a radius, and hence is rotationally invariant. By
contrast, a bounding box is often axis-aligned for ease of
intersection testing, but an axis-aligned bounding box
(AABB) cannot be rotated in the scene (i.e., maintaining the
scene axes, while rotating the box), without disrupting the
box’s alignment (desirable properties of an AABB would be
disrupted by such rotation). Similarly, a k-d tree involves
subdividing boxes into smaller boxes, where each box repre-
sents a volume of scene space, and so elements of a k-d tree
generally are not translatable or rotationally invariant.

Although spheres have some desirable properties, they are
not always efficient for bounding some types of shapes. For
example, a smallest sphere to bound an arbitrary set of points
in 3-D space has a radius no greater than

V6 d

7

where d is the geometric diameter for that set of points. A
geometric diameter for a 3-D shape can be considered as the
largest distance in 3-D space between any pair of points
forming that shape. A geometric diameter for a non-equilat-
eral triangle is its hypotenuse (i.e., the geometric diameter is
formed between the two vertices defining the triangle’s
hypotenuse); a geometric diameter for a rectangle is its diago-
nal. As evident, some shapes can have more than one set of
points forming their respective geometric diameters. For
example, a line through arbitrary opposite points on a
sphere’s surface define that sphere’s geometric diameter.
A volume of a sphere is

So, to bound a triangle or some other object having a geomet-
ric diameter of length d with a sphere, the sphere would have
a volume
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Therefore, the volume of a sphere for enclosing such a tri-
angle grows as the cube of its hypotenuse. For longer
“skinny” triangles or other shapes, much of the volume of
such a sphere can be empty space, such that it is inefficient to
bound such a triangle with a sphere. Here, “inefficient”
includes that even though a ray can be determined to intersect
the sphere, the sphere can bound the bounded shape so
loosely that such intersection determination is not a good
predictor that the bounded shape actually will be intersected
by the ray, once the shape is tested.

For example, FIG. 1A illustrates a triangle 105 bounded by
acircle 106 (2-D shapes used to illustrate concepts relevant to
3-D space), where the triangle has generally equilateral sides,
and it is evident by inspection that circle 106 bounds triangle
105 with reasonable efficiency, and that determining that a ray
intersects circle 106 would yield reasonably useful informa-
tion in determining that the ray also would intersect triangle
105. A best-case scenario for bounding a 2-D triangle in 2-D
space with a circle is when bounding an equilateral triangle
with a side length of v3r, with r as the radius of the bounding
circle.

However, FIG. 1B illustrates a triangle 110 bounded by a
circle 111. Circle 111 is for illustrating a smallest diameter
circle that can bound triangle 110, because a hypotenuse 112
of triangle 110 (i.e., a longest dimension of triangle 110) is
generally through the diameter of circle 111. In other words,
FIG. 1B illustrates a smallest circle that can bound triangle
110, and it is evident that a diameter of circle 111 would be
generally coextensive with the hypotenuse of triangle 110.
More generally, the diameter of circle 111 would be coexten-
sive with a longest dimension of a bounded shape. As evident,
circle 111 bounds triangle 110 with lower efficiency than
circle 106 bounded triangle 105. Thus, determining that a ray
intersected circle 111 would be more likely to yield a “false
positive” in that such an intersection determination is less
likely to indicate that the ray actually intersects triangle 110.

Nevertheless, it is desirable to be able to use such triangles,
because they are used beneficially in meshes for long, thin
objects, such as cylinders. Cylindrical type objects found in
scenes can include light poles, pipes, straws, stems, and any
number of generally elongate objects that can exist in a 3-D
scene to be rendered. Elongate thin objects are one example of
an object shape that may benefit from bounding according to
these disclosures. However, other shapes, such as large, gen-
erally flat (planar) shapes, also may bounded by acceleration
shapes according to these disclosures.

As introduced above, many of the following examples are
illustrated in 2-D space, and by extrapolation the disclosures
relating thereto can be extended to 3-D space, and to bound-
ing 3-D or 2-D shapes with spheres.

FIG. 2 illustrates a first example configuration for using
multiple bounding shapes (circles in 2-D, spheres in 3-D) to
bound an elongate shape (e.g., a triangle). First, a triangle 235
is illustrated as being bound by dashed circle 225, showing a
typical bounding arrangement using a single circle. FIG. 2
then illustrates that a set of two circles, comprising circle 230
and circle 220, are arranged in a manner such that their
diameters are offset from a longest geometric diameter (hy-
potenuse) of triangle 235. The circles 230 and 220 define a
synthetic shape 240 which bounds triangle 235 and which
encloses a smaller area than an area 205 enclosed by circle
225.

When using circles 230 and 220 in an acceleration struc-
ture, an intersection testing method or system would deter-
mine that both circle 230 and circle 220 were intersected by a
given ray in order to determine that the shape 240 defines a
space in which an object (such as triangle 235) may be inter-
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sected by the ray. More explicitly, such intersection testing
requires sphere two intersection tests to determine whether a
ray intersected the desired volume of space enclosed, rather
than a single test, as would be the case if sphere 225 were used
to bound triangle 235. Also, the diameter and area of each of
circles 230 and 220 are larger than circle 225, and can be
made much larger. In some circumstances, it is preferred to
make the circles/spheres much larger so that the volume of
space by the spheres is made smaller and can more tightly fit
the object(s) to be bounded.

FIG. 3 illustrates a further example where the benefits of
using a plurality of spheres to bound a scene object are appar-
ent (consider FIG. 3 a projection onto a 2-D page from a 3-D
scene). FIG. 3 illustrates a sequence of high aspect ratio
cylinders 3054-3057, which could be a portion of a fence in a
scene, for example. Each fence post can be formed of a mesh
of triangles, which may include thousands of such triangles.
Using a single sphere 325 to bound one of the posts, 305c¢,
causes a plurality of nearby posts to be included in the volume
of'the sphere that bounds post 305¢, because the sphere diam-
eter must accommodate the longest post dimension. It may
thus be necessary to test many triangles for intersection if it is
determined that the sphere is intersected by a ray. A better
bounding volume would be desirable.

By arraying a number of offset spheres, here, the example
is that two spheres 330 and 320, each having a diameter larger
than the longest dimension of the fence post, a tighter syn-
thetic bounding shape 340 can be created. A plurality of
intersection tests are required to determine that shape 305¢ is
bounded by shape 340. Beneficially, however, a large number
of primitives are excluded from a volume defined by shape
340. Thus, although a plurality of intersection tests are
required to determine a ray intersection with the synthetic
shape 340, the usage potentially avoids many thousands of
intersection tests between that ray and primitives that would
have been bounded by a single bounding sphere.

Notably, each of spheres 330 and 320 could individually
contain a very large number of other scene objects, since each
is much larger than sphere 325. However, by requiring sepa-
rate intersection tests for both sphere 330 and 320 to be
positive to determine that synthetic shape 340 is intersected,
the combination of much larger volume spheres can be made
to bound more tightly an elongate shape. Also notable is that
the larger each sphere is made, the more tightly the space
defined by the intersection between the spheres can be made
to bound such an elongate object.

Also, since the intersection of spheres 330 and 320 define
a volume, the shape bounded in the intersection between the
elements can be planar, for example, a wall composed of a
plurality of elongate triangular primitives can be bounded by
synthetic element 340 composed of spheres 330 and 320.

FIG. 4A illustrates another example where a synthetic
bounding shape comprising the union of the interior of dis-
tinct spheres 410 and 415 can be used to bound an elongate
shape 405. FIG. 4A illustrates that for a single sphere 420 to
bound shape 405, it must be larger in volume than the com-
bination of the volumes of spheres 410 and 415. To determine
that a ray intersected the synthetic shape defined by the union
of410 and 415, illustrated with shading and on a smaller scale
in FIG. 4B, both sphere 410 and sphere 415 must be tested.
One consideration in using a synthetic shape in accordance
with FIG. 4 A is that spheres used to define the synthetic shape
should overlap to an extent required to provide a continuous
volume that bounds the relevant scene object, as illustrated by
arrow 440 generally pointing to a region of overlap that
defines a continuous volume enveloping shape 405. In the
example approach of FIG. 4A, an intersection between the
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synthetic bounding shape and a ray is identified by determin-
ing that the ray intersects either one or the other of the spheres
410 and 415. Thus, in some approaches, if one of spheres 410
or 415 is tested first, and found to be intersected, then shape
405 may then be tested for intersection with the ray, without
also testing sphere 415.

FIGS. 3 and 4A-4B illustrate examples of defining syn-
thetic bounding shapes from a plurality of distinct spheres.
Although it was illustrated that two spheres can be used to
form a synthetic shape in these examples, it would be under-
stood that these examples can be extended to include more
spheres, as demonstrated in the following examples.

FIG. 4C illustrates in cross section a synthetic element 450
that can be formed with union operations. FIG. 4C illustrates
afirst sphere identified by its origin 451 overlapping a second
sphere identified by its origin 452. These spheres are offset
from each other a distance 457 in one direction, and an
amount of over lap between the spheres in a direction perpen-
dicular to the one direction is identified as 456. A radius of the
first sphere is 455. As can be discerned, an elongate element
can be bounded within the spheres, so long as its cross-
sectional area fits within the area identified in one direction as
456 (overlap 456 can also be viewed as a diameter of a
circular cross-section defined by the sphere overlap). The
interval 457 between the spheres can be specified based on an
element to be bounded or can be fixed to bound a variety of
expected shape sizes. Although a fixed overlap or overlap to
radius ratio may cause looser bounding of some shapes, it
allows a more compact data representation. For example, an
end sphere origin 453 can be defined, although with the start
sphere origin 451 and radius 455. Based on a selectable or
fixed ratio of radius to overlap, each subsequent sphere can be
placed without additional data, until the end sphere has been
reached, thus defining a volume by the sphere sequence.

Optionally, a radius of the end sphere can be specified as
well. In such a case, radii of the spheres may be interpolated
from the radius of the start sphere to that of the end sphere.

Each sphere in the sequence can be tested for intersection,
potentially serially against one or more rays, and when an
intersection has been indentified, then no further testing of the
sequence need by undertaken, as the operation is a union
operation (e.g., by contrast with the intersection operation of
FIG. 3).

FIG. 5A depicts a top view of cross section of an example
using three spheres 510, 511, and 512 bounding a cylindrical
object 505. The cross section illustrated is identified as cross
section 506 in the side view of FIG. 5B. Returning to FIG. 5 A,
spheres 510,511, and 512 are arranged so that their respective
centers are offset from a center of the cylinder. Also, in a
particular example, each sphere center can generally be con-
sidered to be dispersed at 120 degree angles in a plane around
the cylinder. Stated differently, if lines were drawn to connect
the sphere centers, the lines would form a generally equilat-
eral triangle in this example. Generally, the larger each sphere
is made, the more closely the synthetic shape 540 can bound
the cylinder with a volume 541 (illustrated in cross-section)
defined by synthetic shape 540. Also, this example shows
three spheres bounding the cylinder. Such an implementation
causes the cross section of synthetic shape 540 illustrated to
have a certain degree of protrusion from the generally circular
cylindrical object, as illustrated in the region identified as
525. Using more spheres to define the synthetic shape would
reduce the amount of protrusion. For example, if four spheres
were used, they can be arranged at 90 degree angle increments
to each other, and would soften this protrusion. The selection
of' a number of spheres to use can depend on scene-specific
information, such as what objects surround the object being
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bounded. The selection of spheres also can depend on system-
specific information, such as a goal to use less than a certain
amount of memory on an acceleration structure, or on the
processor architecture being used. For example, if a SIMD
architecture can test four spheres at a time for intersection
with a ray, then using four spheres instead of three may pose
little additional processing overhead, and so acceleration
structure creation for such a processor can be configured to
use four spheres.

FIG. 5B illustrates a conceptual side view of how synthetic
shape 540 bounds cylinder 505. As described above, cross
section 506 is the view illustrated in FIG. 5A. It should be
apparent from FIG. 5B that the spheres are to be constructed
at least large enough so that each bounds cylinder 505. Also,
the area generally indicated at 508 shows that the cross sec-
tion of synthetic element 540 shrinks at each end to a point
509. The cross section in the area 508 can be made somewhat
larger by using more spheres, such that the convergence to
point 509 is softer and more tangential to a bottom surface of
cylinder 505.

The synthetic element 540 and those according to this
example can be specified advantageously using data elements
from only two spheres. Data elements in two spheres com-
prise two vectors used to specify each origin and two numbers
used to specify each radius. In one example usage, one origin
can specify a center point for all constituent spheres of the
synthetic element, and the second origin can specify an offset
from the center point at which all origins of all constituent
spheres will be located. A first radius value can be used to
specify the radii of all constituent spheres, and the last radius
value can specify how many constituent spheres will com-
pose that synthetic element. The spheres preferably would be
distributed equally around the circle defined by the orbit of
one origin around the other. Other arrangements or usages of
the spherical data can be provided. Further, data from more
than two spheres can be used in other implementations. The
circle defined by the two origins preferably would be proxi-
mate a middle point of a long dimension of the high aspect
ratio primitive or shape. Of course, the spheres can be offset
from that point, but in such cases, the constituent spheres may
need to be larger than at the middle point (see 506 in FIG. 5B).

More generally, these examples show preferred arrange-
ments of constituent elements, and other arrangements of
such elements can be provided. Such arrangements can pro-
vide advantages over single spherical bounding elements,
even if those arrangements may be less optimal or no more
optimal than the examples described herein.

FIG. 5A is also used to illustrate an optimization useful
when intersection testing using synthetic bounding shapes. A
ray 545 is traversing the scene, such that it intersects each of
spheres 510, 511 and 512 in two places. The first intersection
point 581 between ray 545 and sphere 511 occurs relatively
far from the bounded object, shown bounded by synthetic
element 540, while the second intersection point 584 occurs
on the surface of synthetic shape 540. Similarly, ray 545
intersects sphere 510 at points 582 and 586, and ray 545
intersects sphere 512 at points 583 and 585.

Thus, the points between the respective ray/sphere inter-
sections each define an interval. To determine whether the
synthetic shape 540 is intersected, the interval over which ray
545 travels within each sphere tested for intersection with
each other interval for the other constituent spheres of syn-
thetic shape 540. If there is overlap between all the intervals
(i.e., if there is a non-zero intersection), then ray 545 can be
determined to intersect synthetic shape 540.

FIG. 6 illustrates another example of how a synthetic shape
composed of a number of spherical elements can be used to
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bound an scene object or primitive that has a high aspect ratio
in one or more dimensions. In particular, FIG. 6 illustrates an
example construction 600 where a generally planar surface
patch can be bounded by a series of smaller spherical ele-
ments arranged in space to create a continuous volume
defined by a logical OR operation. The construction 600
comprises corner spheres 605, 606, 607, and 608. For each
corner sphere, a dot depicts its origin, and a circular portion
depicts a radius defined for the sphere. Thus, the corner
spheres’ origins define an extent of the planar patch. Interme-
diate spheres with origins at points intermediate to the corner
origins arranged in an overlapping fashion then complete the
synthetic shape. Spheres 608 and 607 are illustrated, and it
would be understood that other spheres would be provided in
similar overlapping fashion.

Preferably, the actual origin of each such sphere is not
individually specified by separate origin data. Instead, the
entire synthetic element can be specified with reduced data by
allowing some attributes of each sphere to be in common with
the other spheres. For example, the spheres all can be the same
radius. For example, a data structure that would completely
specify a single sphere would generally include fields for an
origin and a radius—typically floating point values. However,
construction 600, with a variable, and potentially very large
number of spheres, can be specified using data found in 3
spheres. For example, the floating point origin and radius
values in 2 of the 3 spheres can be used to specify the origins
of all four corner spheres (or more generally, any 4 of the 6
values available can be allocated to origins). Then, the origin
value for the third sphere can be used to specify the radius of
all the spheres, and the radius value for the third sphere can be
used to specity an offset distance value to specify a distance
that each sphere origin would be offset from the other.

Alternatively, a radius specified for the spheres can imply
an offset value, based on a preset ratio of radius to offset (e.g.,
it can be preset that each next sphere origin is offset 75% from
the previous in each dimension). In this scenario, the last
floating point value of the third sphere can specify a different
radius, such that the radii of the spheres can interpolate from
one end of the planar patch to the other.

FIG. 7 illustrates a further example construction 700 in
which a curve 702 with control points can serve as a guide for
a plurality of overlapping spheres defining a synthetic ele-
ment. In this example, a parametric expression can be pro-
vided for the curve, and then sphere origins can be placed at
intervals along the curve 702. Thus, in this situation, a curve
may be defined by an equation, and then a start point, an end
point, and an interval can be specified. For example, curve
702 can be selected from a catalog of curves, and then two
spheres (e.g., spheres 705 and 706), with a total of four
floating point values can specify a start, an end, and an inter-
val, with one floating point value remaining Spheres placed
according to the interval are exemplified by spheres 7074 and
7077. In example 700, the spheres define a bounding volume
constructed as a Boolean OR, such that detecting intersection
of any single sphere composing the synthetic element is suf-
ficient to determine that the synthetic element was inter-
sected. Consequently, the next step of intersection testing can
occur immediately thereafter, as will be discussed below.

It would be apparent from the above examples that any of
a variety of synthetic bounding shapes can be constructed by
following such examples. With these prototypical examples,
examples of systems, software, and data structures are pro-
vided below to illustrate how these examples can be imple-
mented in constructing acceleration structures, and in accel-
erating intersection testing.
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FIG. 8 illustrates a first example data structure 875 that can
store definitions for a plurality of spheres to be used in a
synthetic bounding element of an acceleration structure. Data
structure 875 includes two or more sets of sphere origins and
radii, and an interpretation flag or flags. The interpretation
flag can be used to determine how the spheres should be used
in defining the synthetic element, and in a particular example,
whether the synthetic element should follow the example of
FIG. 3 or the example of FIG. 4A. Data structure 875 also can
include a pointer to one or more acceleration elements to be
tested next (can be a list or a predetermined number of ele-
ments, for example), if it is determined that the results of
testing the synthetic element for a given ray are positive. [fthe
results were negative for a given ray, then that ray would not
need to be further tested, in a typical hierarchical acceleration
structure.

FIG. 9 illustrates another example data structure 975,
which instead of directly specifying sphere origins and direc-
tions, can reference spheres using a sphere 1D, which can be
an offset from a location in a memory where sphere IDs are
stored, or can be a hash value, or another means for using the
ID as an index to obtain an origin and radius for the identified
spheres. Both data structure 875 and data structure 975 illus-
trate that an arbitrary number of spheres can be used to
specify a given synthetic element.

Data structures 875 and 975 provide examples of data
structures that provide configurability or adaptability in how
the identified or specified spheres are used in constructing a
given synthetic element. As would be apparent from the
above description, synthetic bounding elements can be
defined by a number of constituent spheres. The constituent
spheres need not all be explicitly defined, but rather can be
programmatically constructed. As such, there is no particular
requirement that the data used in that programmatical con-
struction be explicitly identified as origin and direction data.
Rather, any data format providing the ability to specify 3-D
points to locate the extent of a synthetic shape (e.g., ends of a
line, or corners of a planar patch, and so on), with any other
data required for the express or implied interval and radius
information described above).

In many cases, the synthetic elements will be used in a
hierarchical tree of acceleration elements. In such cases,
acceleration elements lower in the hierarchy can inherit prop-
erties from acceleration element(s) higher in the hierarchy. As
will be explained further below, some elements in a given
hierarchy can be single spheres (i.e., not synthetic elements),
while others can be synthetic, in that they are composed of
two or more spheres and treated for intersection according to
intersection or union operations.

An example of a small portion of a hierarchy 1000 of
acceleration elements is shown in FIG. 10. Hierarchy 1000
includes a node 1010, which represents either a sphere or
synthetic acceleration element. Node 1010 references a plu-
rality of child nodes 1015 through 1017; the plurality of child
nodes can vary among implementations, and can be selected
based on testing capabilities of the implementation, for
example. Each child node 1015 through 1017 can represent
either a sphere or a synthetic element. For example, node
1015 is shown as representing a synthetic element with a data
structure according to data structure 775. In turn, the next
element pointer of the data structure for node 1015 references
a set of further nodes 1025 through 1027, each of which also
can represent a sphere or a synthetic element. Hierarchy 1000
could be used for bounding, in an example, a house with node
1010, while each of nodes 1015-1017 could be synthetic
elements bounding walls of the house, while respective child
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nodes of nodes 1015-1017 (nodes 1025-1027 illustrated)
could represent bounding elements for bars in a window of
the wall.

In an example implementation, nodes in a hierarchy may
each represent a single sphere, and an interpretation flag may
be included for each element. Each element may be inter-
preted according to a default interpretation unless otherwise
indicated by an interpretation flag. For example, a string of
elements may each be interpreted according to the intersec-
tion example of FIG. 3, unless indicated otherwise. In still
further implementations, a synthetic element may be com-
posed of a combination of intersection (FIG. 3) and union
(FIG. 4A) operations.

One notable aspect of hierarchy 1000 is that typically
spheres in a sphere hierarchy tend to become smaller as the
hierarchy is traversed towards leaf nodes. Here, however, the
hierarchy may include parent nodes (e.g., node 1010) that can
be formed of a single sphere, while that parent node can have
anode for a synthetic bounding element comprising a plural-
ity of spheres much larger than the parent node sphere. How-
ever, the spheres are tested such that the bounding shape can
be considered as an intersection or a union of the spheres
identified with respect to that hierarchy node, resulting in a
bounding shape and a bounding volume unattainable by use
of only a single sphere or any single instance of another
simple polygon.

In many implementations, a renderer accepts scene data
from an application, and prepares the scene data to be ren-
dered in a workflow that can ultimately result in a rendering of
one or more frames (or one or more rendering passes) of the
scene.

FIG. 11 illustrates an example method 1100 of intersection
testing in which synthetic union shapes can be used. A ray(s)
can be initialized for testing against an identified synthetic
shape 1145, which is provided to an intersection testing
resource with the ray(s). That sphere 1145 is tested, and if the
ray is found to intersect, the synthetic shape can be found
immediately to intersect that synthetic element, and prefer-
ably, that ray is added 1125 to a collection to be tested for
intersection against a next acceleration element (either syn-
thetic or primary, identified by the synthetic element).

If the sphere 1145 was not intersected, then it can be
determined 1135 whether there are more elements in the
synthetic shape. If so, then an incrementing or indexing 1140
can occur, such that a next sphere is provided for test. For
example, the next sphere can be parametrically, algorithmi-
cally or expressly defined. Testing 1115 and those steps fol-
lowing it are repeated.

If there were no further elements (determination 1135), or
if there was an intersection detected, step 1130 provides a step
of determining whether there is another ray collection ready
for testing against a shape, a group of shapes, or a synthetic
shape. If so, then initialization 1110 occurs for that testing,
and if not, then this example method can terminate (even
though in most implementations, further processing unre-
lated to this example can occur).

In this example, when an intersection is found, testing of
further elements in the synthetic element can be avoided.

FIG. 12 illustrates an example workflow 1200, wherein an
application can upload vertices 1210, textures 1211, and
shaders 1212 to be used in rendering a scene. In a primitive
setup phase, workflow 1200 can construct primitives, e.g.,
triangular primitives 1245a-1245n from vertices 1210, and
can bind textures and shaders to the constructed primitives.
After the primitive setup phase, the scene is described by a
wireframe defined by the created primitives, the textures and
the shaders. Then, an acceleration structure builder 1265 can
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analyze the primitives to determine a hierarchy of accelera-
tion elements that will be used during intersection testing of
rays in the scene. Acceleration structure builder 1265 can
input parameters 1218 that can influence the construction of
the acceleration structure, as described below.

After the acceleration structure is completed, then a frame
of'the scene can be rendered in frame rendering 1270. Frame
rendering would include testing specified rays for intersec-
tion in the scene. During such testing, the acceleration struc-
ture created by builder 1265 would be used to narrow a
number of primitives needing to be tested for intersection
with a given ray or group of rays. Results from the rendering
can be stored in frame buffer 1285, and a further rendering
pass can be done with multipass loopback 1290. Thus, accel-
eration structure builder 1265 can be included in a flow to
prepare a scene to be rendered.

FIG. 13 illustrates an example method 1300 that can be
performed in building a hierarchy comprising synthetic
acceleration elements. FIG. 13 illustrates that the method
may implement several optional variations alternatively or
additionally, in the context of operations that may occur dur-
ing preparation of scene geometry for scene rendering. In step
1305, scene object data can be received (workflow step 1205).
In some examples, this data can be vertices for a cage that will
be tessellated during scene setup into many more triangle
vertices. Other higher order surfaces or scene object specifi-
cations can be implemented.

Method 1300 may comprise a step of tessellating 1310
scene object data. For example, the tessellation can imple-
ment varying amounts of tessellation based on level of detail
directives.

The tesselator would then output vertexes specifying
primitives (e.g., triangle strips). The tesselator also can output
information gathered, available to, or otherwise more easily
generated during tessellation, which can help generate the
acceleration structure hierarchy comprising synthetic bound-
ing elements according to disclosed examples. For example,
during tessellation, information about an aspect ratio of a
primitive or group of primitives can be determined, and that
primitive can be flagged as potential primitive(s) to bound
with a synthetic element.

In another example, a geometry unit can be programmed to
tessellate and/or to perform creation of the synthetic bound-
ing elements and arrange them in a hierarchy. As such, a
geometry unit unit programmed to both tessellate and pro-
duced synthetic bounding elements can use information gen-
erated in tessellation to produce the synthetic bounding ele-
ments.

Step 1315 includes analyzing object data to identify an
object with a high-aspect ratio in one or more dimensions. For
example, a long cylinder has a length that has a high ratio to
its radius, while a thin box has a high ratio of length and width
to thickness. The term elongate thus indicates that an object
identified as such can be considered high aspect ratio in the
context in which the object is discussed. Such objects are
candidates for bounding with synthetic elements. A high ratio
can be dependent on the circumstances of any given case, but
examples of high ratios can include ratios over or about 2:1,
3:1, 4:1, and so on. Greater benefits can be realized as ratios
between a longest dimension and shorter dimensions of a
given shape or primitive become greater, and for example
much larger aspect ratios 0f 20:1, 30:1, 50:1, 100:1, or 200:1
or more may be used as a threshold for determining high or
comparative high aspect ratio. The threshold can be changed
dynamically or responsively to characteristics of the scene
being processed. Notably, if no dimension is relatively high



US 9,305,393 B2

15

aspect ratio compared to any other dimension of an object,
then that object is a good candidate to be bound with a single
spherical element.

In the absence of information available about higher order
surfaces, or information available during tessellation, syn-
thetic bounding elements can be constructed based on primi-
tives generated during tessellation 1310 (or in the absence of
tessellation, based on received scene object data, which can
include vertexes).

As such, step 1325 allows for primitive analysis (either
primitives generated by tessellation or from object data). The
analysis of the high-aspect ratio objects or primitives can
proceed with parameter data 1375. Such data can include
parameters or other configuration information to be used for
directing the hierarchy builder. Such parameters can include
metrics and/or directives for determining when to use syn-
thetic elements in bounding a given scene object. For
example, bounding efficiency metrics can provide cutoff
points as to when a synthetic element should be used, and/or
how many shapes should be used in a given synthetic shape.

At step 1330, a synthetic element bounding one or more
objects or primitives is determined and arranged 1335 in a
graph (or more particularly, a hierarchy) of bounding ele-
ments, some of which can be simple shapes, and others syn-
thetic elements. At step 1340, it can be determined whether
more scene data needs to be analyzed, and if done is false,
then the method can return to step 1305, and if not, in this
example, the method can end 1345.

Considerations that can be taken into account include how
many other objects (e.g., primitives) are bounded incidentally
when using a single bounding element, or a synthetic element
with a given number of spheres. For example, if few other
objects are bounded incidentally by a single element when
bounding an isolated scene object, then a single bounding
sphere may be used, even though the object may meet other
aspect ratio criteria. By further example, further spheres may
be added to a synthetic element until an acceptably small
number of other objects are incidentally bounded.

Because synthetic elements can use more spheres than
simple bounding spheres, a tradeoff in memory storage and
computational complexity also can be made when deciding
whether to use a synthetic element for bounding a particular
scene object. In the above discussion, references to bounding
a scene object also can include bounding groups of scene
objects, subsets of other bounded groups and so on.

The disclosures above generally illustrate one triangle or
shape that may be bounded by a synthetic shape comprising a
plurality of spheres. However, it is to be understood that in
many implementations a sphere will bound a collection of
shapes forming an object, and in some cases, other spheres or
other synthetic shapes may bound subsets of the primitives
forming that object, and so on.

Any of the functions, features, and other logic described
herein can be implemented with a variety of computing
resources. A computing resource can be a thread, a core, a
processor, a fixed function processing element, and the like.
Also, other functions which are not primarily the focus of the
present invention, can be provided or implemented as a pro-
cess, thread or task that can be localized to one computing
resource or distributed among a plurality of computing
resources (e.g., a plurality of threads distributed among a
plurality of physical compute resources).

Likewise, computing resources being used for intersection
test can also host other processes, such as shading processes
that are used to shade intersections detected. By further
example, if a core can support multiple threads, then a thread
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can be dedicated to shading while another thread can be
dedicated to intersection processing.

As discussed above, the described examples can be used in
transforming a 3-D scene into a 2-D representation of it, as
viewed from a defined vantage point. The 3-D scene can
include data representations of physical objects. Other results
of ray intersection testing can include object visibility deter-
minations, which can be used in a variety of applications.
Other transformations include transforming computer read-
able media into a different state by storing data determined
according to the defined methods.

The above workflow and method examples in preparation
for rendering and the rendering itself can be performed in a
system 1400 that may comprise a plurality of computing
resources 1404-1407. Computing resources 1404-1407 may
comprise any one or more of a plurality of processing cores,
processors, that can each comprise fixed function and/or pro-
grammable elements. The computing resources 1404-1407
may also comprise different threads of computation on a
multi-threaded processor, for example. Each of computing
resource 1404-1407 may have read and write access to a
respective L1 cache 1425a-1425n, that can be integrated with
its computation resource or separate. A plurality of .2 caches,
e.g., L2 cache 1430 and L2 cache 1435, can be provided and
can be shared among the computation resources or private. A
shared [.3 cache and/or a main working memory 1440 can be
provided. In this example, ray data 1410 and shape data 1415
can be stored in [.3/main memory 1440. The example system
1400 can execute one or more applications and the scene
builder workflow, e.g., application/builder 865. The compu-
tation resources can communicate with each other over a
shared bus 1401, or using point to point connections, or
through shared memory space inthe [.2 caches 1430 and 1435
or L.3/main memory 1440. Other processing architectures in
which these disclosures can be implemented are disclosed in
U.S. patent application Ser. No. 12/555,766, filed on Sep. 8,
2009, which is incorporated by reference in its entirety
herein.

FIGS. 15 and 16 illustrate example contexts in which the
above-described examples can be used or otherwise exist.
FIG. 15 illustrates a system 1503 comprising a computing
resource 1505, which can comprise the particular machine or
portions thereof illustrated in FIG. 10. System 1503 also
comprises a user interface comprising example components
including a keyboard 1520, a mouse 1521, a joystick 1522,
and touch sensing capability 1523. Other structures and
approaches to obtaining user input may be provided, as
needed or desired, or a subset, or none of those illustrated may
be provided. System 1503 comprises a display 1540 that can
receive images rendered for display, where such rendering
can use the intersection testing approaches described herein.
The computing resource 1505 also may communicate with a
memory 1525, which may provide at least a portion of the
functionality attributed to memory 1040 (FIG. 10). For
example, memory 1525 may provide a large system memory
implemented as DRAM, while memory 1040 provides an [.3
cache implemented as SRAM. Similarly, a non-volatile stor-
age 1526 may be both a source of data used during intersec-
tion testing and may store results of intersection testing, and/
or an ultimate product of the rendering. For example, non-
volatile storage 1526 may comprise one or more of magnetic
media, optical media, solid-state media and so on. Non-vola-
tile storage 1526 may store a sequence of frames, if system
1503 is rendering a motion picture, for example. Non-volatile
storage 1526 may interface with computing resource 1505
through one or more intermediate components, such as com-
ponents comprising a chipset.
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Arrangement 1600 is illustrated as comprising a plurality
of computers 1610a-1610c¢ connected to a switch 1620, and
which is also connected to a networked attached storage
resource 1615. Switch 1620 connects to a router 1625 that
routes across network 1626. A storage area network 1630 also
is in communication with network 1626, in addition to a
second plurality of computers 1611a-16117. Arrangement
1600 can be provided, for example, to use as a rendering farm
when rendering a large number of images from one or more
3-D scenes.

Computer code and associated data can be provided for
implementing methods and other aspects described herein.
The computer code can comprise computer executable
instructions that may be, for example, binaries, intermediate
format instructions such as assembly language, firmware, or
source code. The code may configure or otherwise cause to be
configured a general purpose computer, a special purpose
computer, or a special purpose processing device to perform
a certain function or group of functions.

Any such code can be stored in computer readable media,
such as solid-state drives, hard drives, CD-ROMs and other
optical storage means, transiently in volatile memories, such
as DRAM, or less transiently in SRAM.

A variety of implementations can be provided which can
include interoperative hardware, firmware and/or software
that can also be embodied in any of a variety of form factors
and devices, including laptops, smart phones, small form
factor personal computers, personal digital assistants, and so
on. Functionality described herein also can be embodied in
peripherals or add-in cards. Such functionality also can be
implemented on a circuit board among different chips or
different processes executing in a single device, by way of
further example.

Although a variety of examples and other information was
used to explain aspects within the scope of the appended
claims, no limitation of the claims should be implied based on
particular features or arrangements in such examples, as one
of'ordinary skill would be able to use these examples to derive
a wide variety of implementations. Further and although
some subject matter may have been described in language
specific to examples of structural features and/or method
steps, it is to be understood that the subject matter defined in
the appended claims is not necessarily limited to these
described features or acts. For example, such functionality
can be distributed differently or performed in components
other than those identified herein. Rather, the described fea-
tures and steps are disclosed as examples of components of
systems and methods within the scope of the appended
claims.

We claim:

1. A method of forming an acceleration structure for inter-
section testing of rays, comprising:

receiving data defining an object located in a 3-D scene, the

object composed of primitives;

characterizing aspect ratios of the primitives;

determining an acceleration structure element for inclusion

in a hierarchical acceleration structure for use in tracing
rays in the 3-D scene, the acceleration structure element
being defined using data that locates a plurality of indi-
vidual constituent 3-D volumes and specifies a respec-
tive extent of each of the constituent 3-D volumes,
wherein the determining comprises selecting how many
constituent 3-D volumes will be used, and a location and
an extent of each constituent 3-D volume based on
respective aspect ratios of one or more primitives
defined in the primitive data which are to be bounded by
that acceleration structure element; and
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defining a relationship between the determined accelera-
tion structure element to one or more other elements in
the hierarchical acceleration structure.

2. The method of forming an acceleration structure for
intersection testing of rays of claim 1, further comprising
adjusting the number of constituent 3-D volumes in the accel-
eration structure element in response to determining that a
number of primitives to be bounded by the acceleration struc-
ture element exceeds a threshold.

3. The method of forming an acceleration structure for
intersection testing of rays of claim 1, wherein the determin-
ing of the acceleration structure element comprises forming a
data structure containing packed data describing the constitu-
ent 3-D volumes for the acceleration structure element.

4. The method of forming an acceleration structure for
intersection testing of rays of claim 1, further comprising
specifying a location of one constituent 3-D volume and
specifying locations of the other constituent 3-D volumes
based on the location of the one constituent 3-D volume.

5. The method of forming an acceleration structure for
intersection testing of rays of claim 1, further comprising
specifying an extent of one constituent 3-D volume and then
specifying extents of the other constituent 3-D volumes based
on the extent of the one constituent 3-D volume.

6. The method of forming an acceleration structure for
intersection testing of rays of claim 1, wherein the determin-
ing comprises defining the constituent 3-D volumes using
data defining a first point and a second point in 3-D space, a
common value for an extent of each 3-D volume, and a second
value determining how many constituent 3-D volumes con-
stitute the acceleration structure element.

7. The method of forming an acceleration structure for
intersection testing of rays of claim 1, further comprising
iteratively testing each constituent 3-D volume in the accel-
eration structure element for intersection with a ray, and in
response to the ray missing the constituent 3-D volume cur-
rently being tested, characterizing the ray as missing that
acceleration structure element.

8. The method of forming an acceleration structure for
intersection testing of rays of claim 1, further comprising
tessellating data defining the object to output primitive data
and the characterizing aspect ratios of primitives defined in
the primitive data are performed by geometry unit pro-
grammed to perform the tessellation.

9. The method of forming an acceleration structure for
intersection testing of rays of claim 1, wherein the determin-
ing comprises defining a curve defined by control points, the
curve defining a guide for a plurality of overlapping 3-D
volumes placed at intervals along the curve.

10. An apparatus for 3-D graphics rendering using ray
tracing, comprising:

a geometry unit configured to receive data defining objects
located in a 3-D scene, in which rays are to be traced, the
geometry unit configured to produce the geometry used
to trace the rays in the 3-D scene and to output data
indicating aspect ratios of elements of the geometry; and

an acceleration structure hierarchy builder coupled with
the geometry unit to receive the produced geometry and
the indications of aspect ratios of the elements of the
geometry and to determine an acceleration structure ele-
ment for inclusion in a hierarchical acceleration struc-
ture for use in tracing rays in the 3-D scene, the accel-
eration structure element being defined using data that
locates a plurality of individual constituent 3-D volumes
and specifies a respective extent of each of the constitu-
ent 3-D volumes, wherein the determining comprises
one or more of selecting how many constituent 3-D
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volumes will be used, a location and an extent of each
constituent 3-D volume based on an aspect ratio of an
element to be bounded by that acceleration structure
element.

11. The apparatus for 3-D graphics rendering using ray
tracing of claim 10, wherein the acceleration structure hier-
archy builder is configured to receive parameters defining
characteristics of the acceleration structure to be produced for
the produced geometry.

12. The apparatus for 3-D graphics rendering using ray
tracing of claim 10, wherein the geometry unit is configured
to respond to a level of detail directive in producing geometry.

13. The apparatus for 3-D graphics rendering using ray
tracing of claim 10, wherein the geometry unit is configured
to tessellate the data defining objects during producing of the
geometry.

14. The apparatus for 3-D graphics rendering using ray
tracing of claim 13, wherein the tessellation is performed
responsive to a level of detail directive.

15. The apparatus for 3-D graphics rendering using ray
tracing of claim 10, further comprising a renderer, and
wherein the acceleration structure builder is coupled with the
renderer for multipass rendering.
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16. A method of forming an acceleration structure for
intersection testing of rays, comprising:

receiving, from a non-transitory machine readable
medium, data defining objects located in a 3-D scene;

characterizing respective locations, extents and aspect
ratios of the objects;

determining acceleration structure elements for inclusion
in a hierarchical acceleration structure for use in tracing
rays in the 3-D scene, the determining comprising deter-
mining a number of constituent 3-D volumes to com-
pose one acceleration structure element of the hierarchi-
cal acceleration structure, the number determined
according to the characterized extent and aspect ratio of
one or more objects or portions thereof, to be bounded
by that acceleration structure element, and locating the
constituent 3-D volumes at a respective relative location
determined by the respective characterized locations of
the one or more objects or portions thereof to be bounded
by that acceleration structure element;

storing data defining the determined acceleration structure
elements; and

using the stored data to trace rays through the 3-D scene for
rendering of an image from the 3-D scene.
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